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starve/' he said, "in trying to keep your vows.95 Spontaneously these
words came to his lips : ' 'Unless the strikers rally and continue the
strike till a settlement is reached or till they leave the mills altogether,
I will not touch any food."
The strikers were not prepared for these words. They said: "Not
you, but we shall fast. It would be monstrous if you were to fast.
Please forgive us for our lapse, we will now remain faithful to our
pledge to the end."
"There is no need for you to fast/' said Gandhi. "It would be
enough if you could remain true to your pledge. As you know we
are without funds, and we do not want to continue our strike by
living on public charity. You should, therefore, try to eke out a bare
existence by some kind of labour, so that you may be able to remain
unconcerned, no matter how long the strike may continue. As for
my fast, it will be broken only after the strike is settled.35
Vallabhbhai tried in vain to find some employment for the strikers
under the municipality. Maganlal suggested that some of the
strikers could work for filling the foundation of the weaving school
in the ashram. Anasuyabehn led the way with a basket on her head
and soon an endless stream of labourers carrying baskets of sand
could be seen issuing out of the hollow of the river-bed.
Gandhi tried to set the millowners at ease. "There is not the
slightest necessity for you to withdraw from your position." They
received Gandhi's words coolly, and even flung keen, delicate bits
of sarcasm at him.
Anasuyabehn and a number of strikers shared the fast with Gandhi
on the first day, March 12* But he dissuaded them from continuing
it further. The fast electrified the workers and restored their morale.
The millowners, too, were touched. At the end of three days, arbitra-
tion was agreed to and Gandhi broke his fast. The employers
celebrated the occasion by distributing sweets among the labourers,
and a settlement was reached after twenty-one days' strike. At the
meeting held under the very tree where the pledge had been taken,
both the millowners and the commissioner were present to celebrate
the settlement. The commissioner advised the strikers : "You should
always act as Mr. Gandhi advises you.*5
No breathing time was in store for Gandhi. Hardly was the
weavers' strike over, when he had to attend to ther- grievances of
the peasants in Kheda.